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167KHHOHDUQLQJWRRO9R[RSRSDQGLWVEHQH¿WVRQRUDOVNLOOV$FWLYLWLHVIRU¿QDO\HDU
students of German
Sascha Stollhans1
Abstract
T
his case study demonstrates how Voxopop, a voice based e-learning 
tool, can be used to practise oal skills in the target language by 
presenting activities which have been developed for students of German 
at the University of Nottingham. The focus lies on an ongoing innovative 
SURMHFWGHVLJQHGWRLPSURYH¿QDO\HDUVWXGHQWV¶RUDOVNLOOVE\KDYLQJWKHP
interact with each other on VoxopopVSHFL¿FDOO\LQWKHFRQWH[WRIGHEULH¿QJ
them on their year abroad experience. Like many Internet forums, Voxopop 
is a platform to exchange ideas and engage in discussions. However, this is 
done in oral instead of written form and is therefore an opportunity to practise 
oral performances in the target language. The key advantage of Voxopop lies 
in the fact that it is self-explanatory, user-friendly and accessible online so 
students can use it anywhere, with minimal equipment (e.g. their laptop or 
smartphone). It creates an environment where students do not feel under 
pressure as they can practise, listen back and re-record themselves before 
uploading their contributions. This also gives students the opportunity to 
UHÀHFWRQWKHLURZQRXWSXWDQG¿QGRXWDERXWWKHLUVWUHQJWKVDQGZHDNQHVVHV
when producing the target language orally.
Keywords: oral skills, collaborative dialogue, year abroad, autonomous learning, 
VHOIUHÀHFWLRQHOHDUQLQJRQOLQHGLVFXVVLRQ
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 Context/rationale
One learns to speak by speaking (Swain, 1985 S 7KLV VWDWHPHQW E\
second language acquisition researcher Merrill Swain might be controversial, it 
is, however, arguable that producing the target language is an essential part of 
the language learning process. Swain (1985) further explains that producing 
the target language may be the trigger that forces the learner to pay attention to 
the means of expression needed in order to successfully convey his or her own 
LQWHQGHGPHDQLQJ´S7KLV LGHDIRUPVWKHEDVLVRI WKHComprehensible 
Output Hypothesis, one of the main theories of language acquisition.
There is much debate in second language acquisition research about how 
RQHEHVWDFTXLUHV ODQJXDJHVDQGDOVRDERXWKRZÀXHQF\DQGDFFXUDF\ LQ WKH
target language should be evaluated in the context of real-world language use. 
/DQJXDJH WHDFKHUV ZLOO ¿QG WKDW RUDO VNLOOV LQ WKH WDUJHW ODQJXDJH DUH KLJKO\
important to their students. Many students ask for more opportunities to improve 
their oral performance in terms of grammatical accuracy, pronunciation and 
ÀXHQF\ 2IWHQ WKH\ IHHO WKDW DIWHU WKHLU \HDU DEURDG WKH\ KDYH EHFRPH PXFK
PRUHÀXHQWEXWWKH\VWLOO¿QGWKHPVHOYHVPDNLQJWKHVDPHPLVWDNHVUHSHDWHGO\
sometimes without even noticing them.
:KHUHDVPRUHDQGPRUHHGXFDWLRQDOLVWVVHHWKHEHQH¿WVRIWHFKQRORJ\HQKDQFHG
language learning, and computer assisted teaching and learning is not foreign 
to language classrooms in the UK anymore, technology is hardly ever used 
to actively focus on productive skills. Foreign language (FL) teachers have 
always been ahead of the curve in integrating technology in FL instruction and 
OHDUQLQJVHHLQJWKHEHQH¿WVRIWHFKQRORJ\´LeLoup & Ponterio, 2003, para 1), 
but according to Sharma (2009)³WKHLQÀXHQFHRIWHFKQRORJ\RQWKHSURGXFWLYH
VNLOOVRIVSHDNLQJDQGZULWLQJLVDUJXDEO\OHVV,I\RXZLVKWRLPSURYHÀXHQF\
many students would argue that nothing is better than a face-to-face language 
lesson, a discussion class with the teacher (para 10).
7KLV FDVH VWXG\ SUHVHQWV DQ LQQRYDWLYH SURMHFW ZKLFK WULHV WR ¿OO WKLV JDS E\
providing opportunities for students to work independently on their oral 
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VNLOOV DQG WR UHÀHFW RQ DQG HYDOXDWH WKHLU RZQ RXWSXW LQ WKH WDUJHW ODQJXDJH
It uses Voxopop, a voice based e-learning tool which facilitates recording 
online discussions. Voxopop is similar to other common internet forums, it is 
a platform to exchange ideas and engage in discussions. However, this is done 
in oral instead of in written form, and is hence an opportunity to practise oral 
performances in the target language. The key advantage of Voxopop lies in the 
fact that it is self-explanatory, user-friendly and accessible online so students can 
use it anywhere they go, e.g. at home, and with minimal equipment (e.g. their 
laptop or smartphone). Recordings can be private or restricted and in this safe 
environment students are not under pressure as they can practise, listen back and 
re-record themselves before uploading their contributions.
The project described and evaluated in this case study is an ongoing project 
DWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI1RWWLQJKDPZKLFKDOORZV¿QDO\HDUVWXGHQWVRI*HUPDQ
to record themselves speaking about an aspect of their year abroad and to 
discuss it in a Voxopop WDONJURXS7KLV LQYROYHV OLVWHQLQJ WRRWKHU VWXGHQWV¶
contributions online, understanding them and replying to them with another 
recording.
 Aims and objectives
The major aim of the project was to give students the opportunity to work on their 
RUDOODQJXDJHVNLOOVLQGHSHQGHQWO\DQGDXWRQRPRXVO\ZKLOVWUHÀHFWLQJRQWKHLU
year abroad experience. Students were asked to record an anecdote from their 
\HDUDEURDGOLVWHQWRWKHLUSHHUV¶UHFRUGLQJVDQGFRPPHQWRQWKHP,DQWLFLSDWHG
that having to record themselves and being able to redo their recording would 
encourage students to prepare their oral contributions thoroughly and thus raise 
their language awareness in terms of accuracy, word choice and pronunciation. 
This is related to Merrill 6ZDLQ¶V LGHDV DERXW µFROODERUDWLYH GLDORJXH¶ DQG
µPHWDWDON¶ LHRSSRUWXQLWLHVIRUVWXGHQWV WRUHÀHFWRQ WKHLURZQRXWSXW LQ WKH
target language collaboratively and maybe even discuss it on a metalinguistic 
OHYHO ZKLFK LV FRQVLGHUHG WR EH KLJKO\ EHQH¿FLDO WR WKH ODQJXDJH OHDUQLQJ
process (cf. Swain, Brooks, & Tocalli-Beller, 2002).
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,DOVRKRSHGWKDWVWXGHQWVZRXOG¿QGLWXVHIXOWRVKDUHWKHLULPSUHVVLRQVIURP
WKHLU\HDUDEURDGDVZHOODVOHDUQIURPWKHLUIHOORZVWXGHQWV¶H[SHULHQFHV$JDLQVW
the background of task-based language learning I tried to create a relatable task, 
with a real context, to make students feel that what they were going to do had 
an authentic purpose other than, or in addition to language learning. In general, 
students both recognise and appreciate the opportunity to use their language 
skills in a real-life context, rather than a forced, non-contextual scenario.
 What I did
7KHSURMHFWDLPHGDWDFRKRUWRI¿QDO\HDUVWXGHQWVRI*HUPDQZLWKLQWKH
FRQWH[W RI WKHLU FRUH ODQJXDJH PRGXOH LQ WKH DXWXPQ VHPHVWHU RI 
$IWHUDQLQWURGXFWLRQWRWKHWRRODQGDSUDFWLFHUXQZKLFKZDVPHDQWWRHQDEOH
students to familiarise themselves with the tool, they received the following 
LQVWUXFWLRQ
5HSRUW RQ VRPHWKLQJ HQWHUWDLQLQJLQWHUHVWLQJH[FLWLQJVDG« \RX
experienced on your year abroad in a German speaking country (approx. 
PLQXWHV5HFRUGDWOHDVW¿YHFRPPHQWVRUTXHVWLRQVDVDUHVSRQVHWR
\RXUSHHUV¶FRQWULEXWLRQV
The project revolved around the year abroad because for many students this year 
marks a professional, linguistic and personal high point of their degree, which 
they wish and need to discuss and evaluate.
,QSUHSDUDWLRQIRUWKHDFWLYLW\WKH¿UVWWKLQJ,KDGWRGRZDVWRFUHDWHDVoxopop 
talkgroup and invite all students to join by email. I also created a video tutorial 
with screencast-o-matic in which I explained and demonstrated all required 
steps, from signing up to uploading a contribution and commenting on another 
contribution. In doing so, I tried to avoid confusion and make it easier for 
students to focus on the actual task. The talkgroup used for this project was a 
SULYDWHWDONJURXSLHVWXGHQWV¶UHFRUGLQJVZHUHSULYDWHDQGRQO\RSHQWRWKHLU
fellow students, who were also invited members.
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In the talkgroup, I created a discussion zone for each seminar group as well as 
two additional discussion zones, one for students to test the various features of 
the tool and one for them to ask questions and discuss any problems they might 
¿QG(DFKVWXGHQWVWDUWHGDQHZGLVFXVVLRQIRU WKHLUPDLQFRQWULEXWLRQZLWKLQ
their respective discussion zone.
'XULQJ RXU PLGWHUP µ3URMHFW :HHN¶ WKH VWXGHQWV ZRUNHG RQ WKH WDVN 7KH\
XSORDGHG D UHFRUGLQJ RI WKHLU VWRU\ OLVWHQHG WR WKHLU FODVVPDWHV¶ VWRULHV DQG
commented on them. This resulted in very creative contributions and engaging 
discussions in the target language. Students shared interesting experiences 
which were sometimes funny and sometimes sad. Many stories reported on 
intercultural misunderstandings, new discoveries or unexpected reactions from 
people the students had met on their year abroad.
 Discussion
,DVNHGVWXGHQWVWR¿OORXWDVKRUWVXUYH\WRH[SUHVVWKHLURSLQLRQRQWKHSURMHFW
and their perception of its contribution to their language learning success. 
The majority of students described Voxopop as a fun tool and 85% stated 
that they had enjoyed using it. There were a few comments outlining that it 
ZDVVOLJKWO\DZNZDUGKDYLQJ WR OLVWHQ WRRQH¶VRZQYRLFHDQG WKDW WKLVZDV
something which students needed to get used to when working with Voxopop 
IRUWKH¿UVWWLPH
$OO VWXGHQWV ZKR WRRN WKH VXUYH\ KDG UHFRUGHG WKHLU FRQWULEXWLRQ PRUH WKDQ
RQFH  KDG UHFRUGHG LW WZLFH DQG  WKUHH WLPHV RU PRUH 7KLV VKRZV
that students had taken the opportunity to listen back and re-record themselves, 
possibly after becoming aware of any grammatical inaccuracies or pronunciation 
ZHDNQHVVHV$OOVWXGHQWVagreed or strongly agreed that listening back to my 
UHFRUGLQJPDGHPHKHDUEHFRPHDZDUHRIP\RZQPLVWDNHV´DQG³OLVWHQLQJ
EDFNWRP\UHFRUGLQJPDGHPHKHDUEHFRPHDZDUHRIP\RZQSURQXQFLDWLRQ
ZHDNQHVVHV´ DQG  IHOW WKDW WKH DFWLYLW\ HQFRXUDJHG WKHP WR UHÀHFW RQ
various linguistic aspects (e.g. grammar, vocabulary and pronunciation) within 
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the context of oral target language use. This proves the usefulness of such an 
DFWLYLW\ WR UDLVHVWXGHQWV¶ ODQJXDJHDZDUHQHVVZKLFK LVDOVR UHÀHFWHG LQ WKH
following two instances of collaborative dialogue and metatalk (cf. Swain et 
al., 2002) from the VoxopopWDONJURXS
³7KDWµVDJUHDWVWRU\EXWZKDWGRHVWKHH[SUHVVLRQ;PHDQ",WPHDQV
something like Y.
³,WµVFRRO WKDW\RXSLFNHGXSDQ$XVWULDQDFFHQWDVZHOO+DYH\RX
OHDUQHGDQ\GLDOHFWZRUGV"/HW¶VVSHDN$XVWULDQ´
These two extracts from discussions students led on Voxopop focus on 
the linguistic output itself. The student who commented on the original 
FRQWULEXWLRQKDGSLFNHGXSRQFHUWDLQDVSHFWVRIWKHRWKHUVWXGHQW¶VODQJXDJH
and now enquired about them. Working with the tool seems to have encouraged 
some students to pay close attention to certain linguistic aspects, which is also 
demonstrated quite clearly by the following two open comments made by 
VWXGHQWVLQWKHVXUYH\
Listening back to our own recordings makes you realise your own 
strengths and weaknesses in pronunciation and intonation etc.  we 
always hear ourselves speak, but never hear how we actually sound to 
other people, so I found that listening back to recordings was really useful, 
HVSHFLDOO\VLQFHRXURUDOH[DPVDUHUHFRUGHG´
In an ordinary conversation I do not analyse in depth every sentence 
I speak as long as I am capable of getting my point across. While using 
Voxopop, on the other hand, I had to re-listen to what I said and thus focus 
on assessing my linguistic strengths or weaknesses. Consequently, it was 
a great tool which allowed me to improve some of my linguistic mistakes. 
I wish we had used it more.
In other comments students mentioned that the activity helped them to practise 
WKHLU VSRNHQ *HUPDQ DQG LQ SDUWLFXODU DFFRPPRGDWH VWXGHQWV ZKR GRQ¶W IHHO
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very comfortable speaking up in class. 92% of the students who took part in the 
VXUYH\DJUHHGWKDWWKLVVSHFL¿FDFWLYLW\ZDVFRQWH[WXDOO\EHQH¿FLDODQGWKDWWRROV
such as VoxopopFDQKHOSWKHPEXLOGWKHLUVSHDNLQJFRQ¿GHQFH
Some students also commented that they found it useful to listen to contributions 
from other students as it helped them learn new expressions in context.
The only negative aspect some students mentioned were technical problems they 
had encountered to begin with. In order to be able to use Voxopop adequately, 
the latest updates of Flash and Java must be installed. However, those problems 
could be resolved very quickly, and the Voxopop website contains a very useful 
VHFWLRQRQKRZWRGHDOZLWKWHFKQLFDOGLI¿FXOWLHV
 Conclusion
Overall, the project was very successful. Most students enjoyed working with 
Voxopop DV LW ERRVWHG WKHLU FRQ¿GHQFH DQG HQFRXUDJHG WKHP WR SD\ FORVH
attention to their own linguistic output when producing the target language 
orally. It also provided a very valuable self-study opportunity, a way to work on 
a project collaboratively and, not least, a fun supplement to the regular language 
classes.
There are plans to expand the project in the future and to integrate Voxopop on a 
more regular basis into language teaching at all levels, for instance by making it a 
MRLQWVHFRQGDQG¿QDO\HDUSURMHFWUHODWHGWRWKH\HDUDEURDG,QWKLVZD\VHFRQG
\HDUVWXGHQWVZKRDUHVWLOOWROHDYHIRUWKHLU\HDUDEURDGFRXOGEHQH¿WIURPWKHLU
IHOORZ VWXGHQWV¶ H[SHULHQFH DQG IUXLWIXO FROODERUDWLRQ EHWZHHQ VWXGHQWV IURP
different stages could be created.
$WWKHPRPHQWZHDUHXVLQJVoxopop as a platform to facilitate the linguistic 
and cultural exchange between some of our second year students and our current 
(UDVPXV VWXGHQWV IURP *HUPDQ\ DQG $XVWULD , DP DOVR ORRNLQJ LQWR RWKHU
HOHDUQLQJWRROVZKLFKFRXOGEHEHQH¿FLDOIRURUDOVNLOOVLQWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJH
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This may be of particular interest to students on the ab initio strand who will be 
LQWHJUDWHGZLWKWKHSRVW$/HYHOFRKRUWDWVRPHSRLQWGXULQJWKHLUGHJUHH7KDW
JURXSRIVWXGHQWVLVXVXDOO\OHVVFRQ¿GHQWDERXWSURGXFLQJWKHWDUJHWODQJXDJH
RUDOO\DQGWKXVPD\EHQH¿WYHU\PXFKIURPRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRZRUNRQWKRVHVNLOOV
independently.
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